
 

 
 

HISTORICAL ECOLOGY OF  

THE TEXAS H ILL  COUNTRY 

 
 

Historical Accounts of Vegetation Communities from1700-1900, 

with an Emphasis on the Eastern Edge of the Edwards Plateau 
 

 

 
Photo by William Bray (1904) taken near Wild Basin, west of Austin, Texas 

 

 

 

Lisa OôDonnell 

Senior Biologist 

City of Austin  

Wildland Conservation Division 

Balcones Canyonlands Preserve 

29 January 2019 

 

 



 

2 
 

Table of Contents 

 
Introduction ................................................................................................................................................... 3 

Methods ........................................................................................................................................................ 5 

Spatial Context .......................................................................................................................................... 5 

Temporal Context ..................................................................................................................................... 6 

Prehistoric Records ....................................................................................................................................... 6 

Major Historic Events:  Before 1700 ............................................................................................................ 7 

Major Historic Events:  1700-1800 ............................................................................................................... 7 

Major Historic Events: 1800-1850 ................................................................................................................ 9 

Field survey notes and ñwitness treesò from original land grants ........................................................... 10 

Major Historic Events: 1850-1900 .............................................................................................................. 16 

Accounts from Frederick Law Olmstead (1857) .................................................................................... 18 

ñCedar Chopperò Culture ............................................................................................................................ 22 

Historic Accounts of Fire ............................................................................................................................ 24 

Historic Accounts of Livestock................................................................................................................... 26 

Historic Accounts of Water ........................................................................................................................ 27 

Endangered and Rare Species ..................................................................................................................... 28 

Using Historical Accounts to Inform Land Management ........................................................................... 30 

William Willard Ashe ................................................................................................................................. 34 

Conclusions ................................................................................................................................................. 35 

References ................................................................................................................................................... 37 
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 ñA fundamental aspect of ecosystem restoration is learning how to rediscover the past and bring 

it forward into the present ï to determine what needs to be restored, why it was lost, and how 

best to make it live again.ò --D.E. Egan and E.A. Howell, 2001 

 

Introduction 

 This report covers historical accounts and other documents of the Texas Hill Country1 

vegetation, going back as far as written records are available (early 1700s) to get an idea of what 

the predominant vegetation communities were prior to European settlement and how they have 

changed (and how our perceptions have changed) over the past 300 years.  The historic 

documents are primarily from the 1700-1900 time period. 

 This project continues to be a work in progress.  I started compiling historic accounts in 

the early 1990s when I was working for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, right after the listing 

of the Golden-cheeked Warbler (Setophaga chrysoparia) as an endangered species.  It was 

during this time that I started hearing claims that the Hill Country was originally dominated by 

grasslands that were invaded by woodlands due to overgrazing and fire suppression; that Native 

Americans burned on a regular basis; and that Ashe juniper (Juniperus ashei, commonly known 

as ñcedarò) is not native and was brought in by the Spaniards. 

 To illustrate some of the widespread beliefs about what the Hill Country looked like 

historically, the image below shows a photograph from a mural on a building near Kerrville, 

Texas.  Note the year, 1865, and keep this in mind as we explore the historic accounts during this 

time period. 

 
Mural claiming Native Americans routinely set fires on the Edwards Plateau 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

         

       

                                                           
1 The ñHill Countryò of Texas is a loose term that includes the hilly portions of the Edwards Plateau, Llano Uplift, 

and Cross Timbers (https://tpwd.texas.gov/landwater/land/habitats/hillcountry/regulatory/).  These hills were often 

referred to as ñmountainsò in the historic accounts. 

https://tpwd.texas.gov/landwater/land/habitats/hillcountry/regulatory/
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Here is another example of how 

prevalent the belief is that the Hill Country 

was originally a grassland, and using historic 

accounts to support land clearing practices, 

particularly of Ashe juniper.  The article 

states ñWhen Frederick Law Olmstead 

crossed the Colorado River in 1857, he 

described the Hill Country region of central 

Texas as a óvast region, on which the live-

oak trees stand alone or in picturesque 

groups near and far upon the green sward, 

which rolls in long waveséô  The first 

settlers found the landscape covered with 

little timber other than ancient cypress trees 

and some scattered, sturdy oaks growing 

upon a carpet of lush grasses and herbs.ò   

 

 

This article appears to have misquoted Frederick Law Olmsteadôs accounts of the 

Blackland Prairie, and underscores the importance of knowing the location of the observer.  This 

report will look at what Olmstead and others actually said about the Hill Country. 

 

 

Keeping the above examples in mind, my goal has been to find historical documentation 

to support common claims made of Texas Hill Country vegetation, including: 

¶ Ashe juniper is non-native and invasive. 

¶ Ashe juniper and other woody species have encroached into what was historically 

grassland or oak (Quercus spp.) savannah, including the eastern edge of the Edwards 

Plateau. 

¶ Native Americans started fires that burned large areas and maintained the vegetation 

communities as grasslands and savannahs. 

¶ This woody plant encroachment occurred following European settlement and 150 years 

of overgrazing by domestic livestock and fire suppression. 

¶ The resulting woodlands are detrimental to water quality and quantity, including 

groundwater recharge and streamflow. 
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Methods 

 I have compiled all of the historic accounts that I have been able to find for the Hill 

Country for the 1700-1900 time period.  As a land manager of the Balcones Canyonlands 

Preserve, much of the focus of my search has been on the eastern edge of the Edwards Plateau, 

so many of the accounts are from this area.  The criteria for each of the historic accounts is that 

they must be firsthand, eyewitness accounts ï for example, letters, diaries, reports/publications ï 

written by the observer soon after the experience.  Memoirs tend to be less accurate, as are 

secondhand accounts, and are excluded.  As a work in progress, this report will continue to be 

updated as new sources of information are found.  

 Appendix A includes over 20 eyewitness accounts by a variety of observers.  For each 

account, I provide quotes where the observer described the vegetation; descriptions of the 

vegetation communities within the Hill Country area are highlighted in italics.  My goal for this 

project is to give voice to the observers and to allow them to speak for themselves.  My role is to 

provide spatial and temporal context, including where each observer was with respect to major 

ecological regions, as well as timelines of major historical events.   

Spatial Context:  For spatial reference, the approximate location of the accounts was 

entered into a GIS database.  It is critical to first determine where each observer was with respect 

to major ecological regions, particularly the Balcones Fault/Escarpment, which separates the 

Blackland Prairie from the Hill Country.  Austin, San Marcos, New Braunfels, and San Antonio 

were all settled on the prairie near the base of the escarpment.  Their respective counties lie along 

a major ecological divide and include both the prairie and Hill Country ecoregions, which 

support different plant and animal communities.  So, when Frederick Law Olmstead reported 

seeing extensive grasslands, we need to know whether he was on the Blackland Prairie or the 

Edwards Plateau.   

Major ecological regions of Texas 
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Temporal Context: As a temporal frame of reference for the historical accounts, I have 

divided the 300-year period covered in this report into four major time periods and list some of 

the major historical events that occurred during each: before 1700, 1700-1800, 1800-1850, 

1850-1900.  This report highlights several accounts that I believe are representative for each time 

period and are presented in chronological order.  For a more comprehensive presentation for 

each observer, all of the accounts and citations are provided in Appendix A. 

 

 

During the latter part of the 1800s, other sources of information (historic maps, photos, 

land grants, species habitat and distributions) became available that can be used to corroborate 

the written accounts.  Wherever possible, we want to piece together information from different 

sources to provide validation.  Historical ecology is like piecing together a puzzle; many pieces 

are necessary, and should all fit together.  It is critical to look at multiple accounts to find 

common threads and consistency, rather than focusing on one account, and to compare the 

accounts with other sources of information, such as photographs and maps, to present a picture 

that is as clear and as accurate as possible.  

 

 

Prehistoric Records 

Because of the scarcity of prehistoric data, especially on the Edwards Plateau, prehistoric 

records are not the focus of this report.  However, the presence of fossilized juniper pollen 

(dating ~14,000-20,000 years old) in Friesenhahn Cave, in northern Bexar County near San 

Antonio (Hall and Valastro 1995), is worth noting here because it provides evidence that juniper 

is not only native, but has been in the Hill Country for a very long time.  This finding is 

especially significant, given that juniper pollen is fragile and does not preserve well in alkaline 

sediments (Bryant and Holloway 1985) that are typical of the Hill Country.  In addition to 

juniper, Hall and Valastro (1995) report fossilized pollen of other tree species as well as forbs 

and grasses.    

 

Sketch (unknown artist) of Friesenhahn Cave  

From the Bulletin of the Texas Memorial Museum (Evans and Meade 1961) 
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Major Historic Events:  Before 1700 
 

 

1528 Cabeza de Vaca shipwrecked off the 

Galveston coast, begins first known 

European exploration of interior 

Texas, including south Texas and 

Mexico 

after 1528 Spanish explorers introduced horses, 

cattle, sheep, goats, hogs 

after 1600 Comanches and other Plains Indians 

acquired horses 

 Cabeza de Vacaôs route (© Texas Beyond History2, 

adapted from Krieger 2002: Map 4) 

 

 To date, I have been unable to find any written accounts for the central Texas area for this 

time period (before 1700).  However, several significant events occurred that influenced events 

in the next century, including the introduction of livestock by Europeans, followed by acquisition 

of the horse by Native Americans. 

Major Historic Events:  1700-1800 
 

after 1700 Comanches moved south into Texas, displacing other tribes 

 

1716-1789 Spain established networks of Catholic missions and presidios, including the 

Alamo in 1718 

 

 
Image from Jean Louis Berlandierôs Indians of Texas in 1830 (Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library) 

                                                           
2 For additional information, see Texas Beyond Historyôs online exhibit page by Dr. Alston Thoms, 

http://www.texasbeyondhistory.net/cabeza-cooking/index.html 

http://www.texasbeyondhistory.net/cabeza-cooking/index.html
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 Following acquisition of the horse, the Comanches moved south into Texas and displaced 

many of the neighboring tribes, including those formerly in the Hill Country. Meanwhile, the 

Spanish were moving to the northeast and establishing a network of missions. All of the written 

accounts during the 1700-1800 time period are associated with these Spanish expeditions.  The 

earliest expeditions avoided the Hill Country and skirted its edge.  The major ñhighwayò during 

this time was a route between San Antonio and Nacogdoches, which is known today as ñCamino 

Realò or ñOld San Antonio Roadò and roughly follows Highway 21. Céliz (1719) is the first 

written account I have been able to find of travel into the Hill Country, beyond the Balcones 

Escarpment.  The map shows the route for the entire expedition from the Rio Grande to 

Nacogdoches. The Céliz account is near present-day New Braunfels, travelling up the Guadalupe 

River: 

  

 

ñéweétravelled upstream with a 

desire to ford [the Guadalupe River] or 

reach its source.  We travelled about 

three leagues3 of very rugged land 

owing to the heavy woods and many 

rocks; and at the end of the three 

leagues two soldiers left for upstream to 

reconnoiter the land.  They said that it 

could not be traveled because it is more 

wooded and contains more rocksé.The 

woods consist of oaks and junipersé.ò  

--F. Céliz, 1719 

 

A few years later, Peña (1722) took a similar route from San Antonio to Nacogdoches:  

ñTravel in this country was dangerous, for it borders on the Lomeria Grande4 inhabited by the 

warlike Apaches.ò ï J.A. Peña, 1722.  

 

 Miranda (1756) is the first recorded European foray across the Hill Country:  ñégoing 

past the Balcones [Escarpment], we arrived at the river they call Alarcón [Guadalupe River].  

This [travel] was an effort because of the many hills and rocks, the many arroyos formed by the 

hills, and some thickets that contain valuable cedar and oak timbers.ò  ñIn all of this region 

[between the Guadalupe River and Blanco River] there are no commodities nor anything except 

good cedar and oak timberé.ò  ñCrossing many swollen creeks and thickets of cedar and oak 

timberéwe arrived at the Arroyo de los Pedernales.ò  ñ[Honey Creek Cove, south of the Llano 

River] has good grasslandséOf the convenienceséare the large and nearby thickets of mesquite 

and oak, very useful for charcoal.  For house building andéextracting silver, there is much 

cedar, pecan, cottonwood, and oak timberé.ò ï B. de Miranda, 1756 

                                                           
3 Three leagues is about 8 miles. 
4 Don Pedro de Rivera also mentioned the Lomeria Grande when describing the Apaches in 1727, ñéit [the presidio 

of Béxar] has no other enemies in its neighborhood than the Apache Indians, who inhabit the Lomeria Grande (big 

range of hills)ò (Dunn 1910).  
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Major Historic Events: 1800-1850 
 

1810-1821 Mexican War for Independence 

  

1835-1836  Texas Revolution 

  First documented permanent European settlement in Austin  

   The new Texas government began issuing land grants to immigrants 

  

1837  Village of Waterloo (present-day Austin) was founded  

    

1838 Mirabeau Lamar, second president of the Republic of Texas, relocated the capital 

from Houston to Austin.  In his first formal address to the Texas Congress, Lamar 

launched an ñexterminating warò of ñtotal extinctionò on the warriors of Texas 

Indian tribes  

 

1845  Texas was incorporated into the United States 

 

Note Lamarôs first formal address to the Texas Congress in 1838 (Anderson 1948), and 

how the European-Native American relationships might have affected an understanding of 

Native American cultures during this time period.  

 

The map below shows the approximate route of Dewees (1830).  At the approximate 

location of the following account along the Colorado River, he described an open plain ahead of 

him to the northwest, and wooded hills to the south: 

 

ñéas far as the eye could reach 

was one extended plain covered 

with verdure and beautiful 

flowers, and over it were riding 

numerous Indians driving 

cavvyards5 of horses.  On the 

left hand of the valley rose a 

mountain to the height of five 

hundred feet covered with tall 

cedar trees.  Never in my life 

have I seen so beautiful a 

landscapeéOn our right ran the 

clear waters of our own dear 

Colorado, before us lay the 

beautiful valley, and on our left 

towered the high mountain of 

rock, covered with trees forever 

green and beautiful.ò  

--W.B. Dewees, 1830 

                                                           
5 Cavvyard = herd 
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Field survey notes and ñwitness treesò from original land grants: During the mid-1800s, 

other sources of information became available that we can use to validate the written accounts, 

including original land grants, photographs, historic buildings, and maps.  The map below shows 

the original land grants for Travis County (outlined in grey), with an overlay of the major 

ecological regions -- Blackland Prairie (dark green) and Edwards Plateau (pale green).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Field survey notes were usually recorded with 

the original land grants and often provided information 

on the species of trees and their diameters (ñwitness 

treesò).  This information can provide insight as to what 

the dominant trees were at the time the notes were 

written. 

 

The field survey notes shown at left are for 

William Bartonôs property, near the ñBig Springò 

[Barton Springs].  Barton settled here in 1838. The field 

survey notes are dated 10 March 1838 and report 1 elm, 

1 hackberry, 5 cedars, 1 Spanish oak, and 1 live oak. 

 

  

Edwards 
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